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Chapter 2 
Victory and defeat at Di~n Bien 
Phu: memory and memorialization 
in Vietnam and France 
William Logan and Nguy~n Thanh Binh 
The noted Vietnam scholar Stanley Karnow ranked the 1954 Battle of Dii;n 
Bien Phu as 'one of the great military engagements of history' along with 
Agincourt, Waterloo and Gettysburg (in Simpson 1994: xi). Certainly it is 
one of the twentieth century's most significant battles, effectively marking the 
end of French Indochina and, indeed, of Western colonization in Asia, 
although with the Vietnam War the United States sought ro maintain that 
hold before it also capitulated. The two main belligerent parties in the battle 
at Dien Bien Phu - the French and the Vietnamese - see the battlefield from 
different points of view (Figs 2.1, 2.2). 
Figure 2.1 Vietnamese troops take the French headquarters, 7 May 1954. 
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Figure 2.2 Captured French soldiers on the 'long march' to prison, 1954. 
Are these viewpoints irreconcilable? Can a 'shared heritage' be defined or are 
parallel stories the most that can be hoped for? Are the French able to see 
beyond their humiliation in the unanticipated defeat suffered at the hands of 
the Vi~t Minh, a coalition of Vietnamese nationalists and communists led by 
Ho Chf Minh and his army chief Vo Nguyen Giap? Can the Vietnamese 
forgive the French for imposing a harsh colonial rule on their country that 
necessitated the loss of so many lives in the struggle for national independence? 
The matter has been and, for some, remains delicate. As Chris Ryan (2007: 2) 
has observed, battlefields are 'complex phenomena located in the cultural 
politics of silence and absence as much as articulation and presence'. 
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This chapter seeks to see the battle site cross-culturally, highlighting its 
dual roles: as the place holding physical reminders of Vietnamese and French 
troops coming together in bloody combat but also as the place harbouring an 
intangible emotional heritage captured in memories and memorialized in 
another set of physical impacts on the landscape - war cemeteries and war 
memorials. The chapter shows that significant cultural differences exist in the 
memorialization of those who died at Di~n Bien Phu - between the Vietnamese 
and the French, Asian and European, the colonized and the colonizers, the 
victors and the defeated. 
Of course, these binaries are too simplistic. There are also significant 
differences within each country in attitudes towards Di~n Bien Phu and its 
protection and memorialization based on different personal or family connections 
with the place, different memories and different understandings about the role 
of heritage in today's world. Moreover these attitudes are not fixed but are 
changing over time as 1954 and Di~n Bien Phu recede into the past and as other 
issues assume priority in life. This complexity needs to be recognized if the 
meaning and significance of the battlefield are to be understood and if light is to 
be shed on universal questions relating to war and its remembrance, such as: 
how does memorialization alter as the generations which experienced a particular 
war first-hand pass away? At what point do pain and grief die and old enmities 
disappear? When can states begin to reuse hallowed ground? 
French memories and memorialization of E>ien 
. 
Bien Phu 
The French, the perpetrators of colonialism in Vietnam and instigators of the 
Di~n Bien Phu battle, have residual emotions in which pain at the loss of 
family and community members mixes with national loss of face. If it was not 
clearly seen before 1954 that French imperialism in Indochina was doomed, 
Di~n Bien Phu brought the realization home in the most brutal way. 
Catastrophe at E>i~n Bien Phu 
The French authorities in Hanoi had selected the time and place for what was 
to be a final physical confrontation with the Vi~t Minh. Expecting a victory, 
the battle was timed to give advantage to the French negotiators at the 
international conference in Geneva that had opened in April 1954 - talks that 
were initially to deal with the situation on the Korean peninsula but that were 
scheduled in sessions on 8 May to move on to considering the future of 
Indochina. A small area of Mu&ng Thanh plain was selected, in the middle of 
the remote mountainous area of western Tonkin, now north-west Vietnam, 
where the French milimry forces had set up an initial outpost in 1922. Here 
under Operation Castor French troops parachuted in and started work in 
November 1953 constructing a group of nine fortified strongholds on the 
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rounded hills running along the eastern edge of the valley: Gabrielle in the 
north, Anne-Marie in the north-west, Beatrice in the north-east, Isabelle in 
the south, and an inner ring of Eliane, Claudine, Franc;oise, Huguette and 
Dominique. They thought that this construction of the Di~n Bien Phu base, 
being adjacent to the key Vi~t Minh supply line to Laos , would lure the Vi~r 
Minh troops into the north-west of Vietnam where they would be decimated 
by superior French technology and firepower (Fig. 2.3). 
CJ 
a: 
0 
z 
a: 
:::> 
~ 
0 
w 
(j) 
w 
~ 
z 
ANNE-MARIE 
Ban Khe 4 ~7 
Phai 
A . ~ (B N KEO) ·.Q'p::.:··_.. 
Ban Kheo ' :~ ·::::·.: :.._' . 
. :~ .>¥\:<: ·· 
HUGUETTE .· .. · ... . 
. Q::· 
FRANCOISE 0 
~ Ban Ong Pe!C'.) 
a: 
:::> 
w 
l-
o 
w 
(j) 
CJ 
:::> 
r.n 
a: 
:::> 
~ (.) 
w 
r.n 
Ban Nam 9 
Oo 
0 Ban Mo 
<:;;) Ban Co My 
Figure 2.3 Map of the battlefield, 1954. 
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This was the 'Navarre Plan' named after its architect General Henri-Eugene 
Navarre and based on the hedgehog (hirisson) concept successfully used in an 
earlier (1952) battle at Na San, east of Di~n Bien Phu. The French Army 
would establish a fortified airhead at MU'erng Thanh and airlift soldiers into a 
ring of armed positions. As it turned out, Navarre had made a massive strategic 
blunder and was totally unprepared for the guerrilla tactics adopted by the 
Vi~t Minh - the use of massive numbers of troops to drag artillery onto the 
ridges overlooking the valley and the mobilization of farmers to provide 
continuous food supplies to the battlefield. Over a period of 56 days and 
nights from 13 March to 7 May 1954, the Vi~t Minh infantry surrounded the 
valley, dug hundreds of trenches and attacked and destroyed all of the 
fortresses. Sixty-two French planes were destroyed and 30 canon, six tanks and 
60,000 parachutes taken (Le Courrier du Vietnam 2004: 9). The French forces 
under Brigadier-General Christian de la Croix de Castries capitulated on 7 
May 1954, only hours before the opening of negotiations on Indochina at the 
Geneva Conference. 
The numbers ofDi~n Bien Phu casualties are unclear, the French government 
refusing to give an official toll of deaths, wounded or missing in action. It is 
estimated that almost 11,000 French Union military personnel were 
garrisoned at Di~n Bien Phu, of whom 19 per cent were French regulars, 26 
per cent Foreign Legionnaires of whom about half were German nationals 
(Mackenzie 2004), 19 per cent troops from French colonial Africa and 36 per 
cent Indochinese (including Hmong mercenaries) (Windrow 2004: 647). 
It is further estimated that 2,000-3,000 French military personnel were 
killed in the fighting and 5,000-6,500 wounded (Simpson 1994: 169). The 
website of the Association Nationale des Combattants de Dien Bien Phu (ANC) 
(www.dienbienphu.org) indicates that 10,863 were captured. The prisoners 
were divided into groups of 5 0 and set on a 'long march' to jungle prisons and 
re-education camps near the Chinese border or in Thanh H6a Province in central 
Vietnam (Simpson 1994: 170). Of these, according to the ANC, only 3,290 
were liberated on 9 September 1954, the deadline for the release of POWs set 
by the Geneva Accord (www.dienbienphu.org). Some 7,573 were simply 
missing. It may be that more than 8,000 died in captivity, in which case the 
death ratio was around 60 per cent, 'a statistic to rival the very worst battles of 
the twentieth century' (Windrow 2004: 646-7). 
Most of the prisoners were Vietnamese, Lao and Cambodian soldiers, however, 
and it was unlikely that the Vi~t Minh would have handed them back to the 
French authorities. Even so, there were still 2,350 French nationals and 2,867 
Legionnaires unaccounted for (Advocacy and Intelligence Index for Prisoners of 
War-Missing in Action 2009). The anguish of French families and communities 
at the loss of their loved ones is understandable, made worse no doubt by the 
failure of the French political and military agencies both to foresee the disaster 
and to reveal the scale of the loss. For the French nation, Dien Bien Phu was 
another symbol of acute soul-searching following on from the 1940 capitulation 
46 William Logan and Nguy~n Thanh Blnh 
to Nazi Germany, the establishment of the Vichy puppet government and the 
collaboration with the Japanese in Indochina from 1940 to 194 5. It foreshadowed 
the loss of Algeria, the Suez debacle and the rapid decline of French imperial 
power in the second half of the twentieth century. 
Colonial nostalgia 
Now, half a century later, it seems that for many French citizens it is time to 
move on. This seems especially true for the young, now more concerned with 
racism and related social problems in France, European unification and the 
transnational mobility and job opportunities that membership of the 
European Union provides, and universal concerns such as environmental 
sustainability and global warming (www.frenchamerican.org/cms/young 
leaders?nid=223). For others, however, the debacle at Di~n Bien Phu has been 
set aside and memories of colonial Indochina allowed to resurface with a mix 
of curiosity and pride. This restrengthening interest led to the reproduction 
by Editions Kailash of the many novels written abour colonial life and 
adventures in Indochina in the 1920s and 1930s, such as Pourtier's Mekong 
(1931, 1997) and Royer's Kham} la Laotienne (1935, 1997). 
The fascination with colonial Indochina has been reflected in modern novels 
such as Catherine Cole's The Grave at Thu Le (2003), which revolves around an 
imaginary French family who lived in Hanoi but left after Di~n Bien Phu. In 
another publication Cole refers to meeting French psychiatrist Frarn;ois Lelord 
in Hanoi when she was researching her novel. She reports his view that a new 
post-postmodernist movement was forming in France, which he termed 
'Nostalgie', a search ostensibly for 'something of themselves in their colonial 
past' but which is really a hankering after life in France, not the colonies, as it 
was in the 1950s - 'a kind of Jacques Tari place - uncomplicated but quirky 
- pre Algeria, Indochina, pre 1968 and the corruption of the '80s, certainly 
pre those pesky Muslim migrants who insist on wearing the veil' (Cole 2004). 
A number of French television and cinema productions about Vietnam have 
reflected this nostalgia less critically (Biles et al. 1999). In 1992 Regis 
Wargnier's Indochine was released, for instance, with a plot focusing on a 
French plantation owner, played by Catherine Deneuve, who raises the child 
of Vietnamese nobility-cum-revolutionaries, a storyline that allows the 
'mission civilisatrice' delusion of bringing peace and civility to the natives to 
be maintained. It was clearly not coincidental that the character played by 
Deneuve, who had been chosen in the 1970s as 'Marianne', the image of French 
womanhood for coins and medallions, was called Eliane, the name of the last 
French stronghold to fall at Ui~n Bien Phu. In the film, events beyond her 
control conspire to undermine her hold on the plantation, the message being 
that the colonial intervention was misguided rather than fundamentally 
exploitative. The final scene is one of reconciliation between the protagonists 
on a terrace overlooking Lake Geneva, the sun setting in the background. 
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Jackel and Duverger (1993) comment that the film raises questions of 
cultural identity, of Frenchness and Vietnameseness, but it solves them 
'through the recreation of a mythical and unproblematic colonial past based 
on an implicitly assimilationist model'. This was exactly the image that the 
French tourism industry began marketing when Vietnam opened up as an 
international tourism destination in the 1990s. By 1995 French arrivals 
reached almost 120,000, making France the largest source of tourists (PATA 
1995: 62). Cultural products such as films and books clearly revived Vietnam 
in people's imaginations; they have also had a powerful influence on the 
meaning of heritage sites today. 
Continuing grief 
Nevertheless, for still many others, casting off the grief associated with Di~n 
Bien Phu has not been so easy. The need to revisit the battle emotionally is 
reflected in a continuing audience for books, films and television programmes 
and through tourism. The 1953 recollections of Genevieve de Galard were 
republished in 2003 and still appear on French bestseller Internet pages, 
clearly showing a continuing interest in de Galard's heroism - the 'Angel of 
Dien Bien Phu' - tending to wounded soldiers on the battlefield before being 
taken prisoner herself. 
Another film that appeared on screens across France in the early 1990s - the 
docu-drama Dien Bien Phu (1992)- represents a less romanticized remembrance 
of Vietnam in the 195 Os and a personal attempt by the director, Pierre 
Schoendoerffer, to come to terms with his own demons. Schoendoerffer was a 
veteran of Di~n Bien Phu, having been parachuted into the conflict zone, 
captured and imprisoned for four months. The film was apparently well 
received by audiences and critics in France but it had little distribution 
abroad. One of those impressed by the film seems to have been Fran~ois 
Mitterand who, during the first official visit by a French president ta 
independent Vietnam in February 1993, invited Schoendoerffer to accompany 
him on a tour of Di~n Bien Phu. According to one commentator (Simpson 
1994: 180), the two men 'stood together at sunset at Dominique 2 while 
Schoendoerffer pointed out features of the now-peaceful terrain that had once 
been furrowed by shellfire'. 
For veterans making pilgrimages back to places of pain and shame from 
their own past, it is often difficult to identify specific sites because the 
landscape has been transformed by economic development, changed settlement 
patterns and regrowth of vegetation. Under such circumstances the existence 
of memorials erected to remember those who fought and suffered in battle 
take on a special importance as the focus of the pilgrimage. However, 
construction of such memorials by any country is complicated when they are 
to be built outside the national territory. Building memorials within the 
territory of the former enemy is usually impossible, especially when political 
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relations between the two countries involved remain cool. In the Di~n Bien 
Phu case France and Vietnam have been cooperating on the diplomatic front 
since 1973 and economically for 25 years, but, even so, resolving this issue of 
extraterritoriality needed considerable negotiation. For the French government 
to establish an official memorial at Di~n Bien Phu required Vietnamese 
government approval and no negotiations appear to have happened until as 
recently as the mid-1990s, angering veteran groups such as the Association 
Nationale des Anciens Prisonniers Internes Deportes d'Indochine (ANAPI). 
Rodel"s monument at Bi~n Bien Phii 
Instead, a French memorial was built at Di~n Bien Phu by one of the veterans, 
Rolf Rodel, acting as a private citizen. Rodel had commanded one of the 
Foreign Legion companies at Di~n Bien Phu and was wounded and captured 
defending Isabelle (www.dienbienphu.org). Not prepared to wait any longer 
for the French government, he obtained a small plot of land near the de 
Castries headquarters site and in 1994 constructed a simple memorial in the 
form of an obelisk within a walled enclosure (www.anapi.asso.fr/index.php) 
(Fig. 2.4). According to NtrO'ng Phuc:ng Cac, director of the Di~n Bien Phu 
Museum (interview, Di~n Bien Phu, January 2005), the memorial site was a 
gift from the Vietnamese government which recognized that Di~n Bien Phu 
was a place of pain for both countries. 
In 1995, however, the French Defence Minister, Fran\'.ois Leotard, 
presumably under pressure from ANAPI, asked Rodel to extend the memorial 
to 1,800 square metres, with expenses to be covered by the Ministry. By the 
time the extension was effected Leotard was no longer minister and Radel was 
left carrying the cost. In September ANAPI met with President Jacques 
Chirac at the Elysee Palace and secured Leotard's promise to repay Rodel. 
ANAPI, with the help of other associations and donors, eventually paid Radel 
fully. When Chirac visited Hanoi for the French-speaking world conference in 
November 1997 a side trip to inspect the Di~n Bien Phu memorial was 
included, with Radel in tow. Rodel died in January 1999 before ANAPI 
could officially inaugurate the memorial. In June 1998 a maintenance 
agreement was signed between the French ambassador to Vietnam and 
the Lai Chau Province (www.dienbienphu.org/english/html/memory/memorial/ 
monum_dbp.htm). With the official inauguration in 1999 the memorial 
became an official French Republic monument, nearly 50 years after the 
battle. ANAPI now pays local people to maintain the memorial. 
Further research is required into the reasons for this French reluctance to 
negotiate an official memorial at Di~n Bien Phu and to honour the dead and 
missing or even announce publicly their number. Indeed, other French 
government interventions were equally slow. It was not until 1989, for 
instance, that, after numerous campaigns by ANAPI, ANC and other groups 
and individuals, a law - the loi]. Brocard - was passed which recognized the 
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Figure 2.4 Rodel's monument at Bi~n Bien Phu. 
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sacrifices made and accorded some rights to the survivors (www.dienbienphu. 
org). But it is in relation to the repatriation of the remains of Di~n Bien Phil's 
war dead that the French government seems to have been least successful, if 
not least active. Agreements between the two countries establishing protocols 
for such repatriation were signed in February 195 5 and September 
1986 (http:/luntreaty.un.org/unts/60001_120000/21/2/00040053.pdf). The 
second agreement led to the exhumation and repatriation in 1986-7 of more 
than 27 ,000 bodies from the Tan SO'n Nh:l t and Vilng Tau cemeteries near 
the St-Jacques camp where the French military in South Vietnam had been 
located and from the Ba Huyen cemetery near Hanoi in the north. These were 
mostly French servicemen who had died during 1940-5 when Indochina was 
under Japanese control and in the Vi?t Minh war of 1946-54. It remains 
unclear whether any of France's dead from the Di~n Bien Phu battlefield and 
associated POW camps and military hospitals have been repatriated (www. 
memorial-indochine.org/3_en_memorial_projet.php). An American group, 
Advocacy and Intelligence Index for Prisoners of War-Missing in Action (All 
POW-MIA) (www.aiipowmia.com/reports/exam5.html), claims that the 
French government paid Hanoi around $30 million over 20 years, via 
Hungarian banks, for the maintenance of French military graves and, in 
return, the Vietnamese periodically repatriated remains to France. If All 
POW-MIA is to be believed, it seems that all these repatriated remains had 
been exhumed from French military graves and were already known to French 
authorities. 
Pilgrimage to Vietnam, memorialization in France 
Pressure from veterans' groups seems eventually to have led to a change in the 
French government's approach, especially in the 1990s, but diplomatic and 
economic factors were also important. With regard to the repatriation of 
remains, Task Force Omega Inc. notes that in 1971 the French Foreign 
Minister sought to finalize the problem of unaccounted-for POWs and MIAs 
from the First Indochina War (1946-54) by declaring them all officially dead 
and that, shortly after, in 1973, France resumed diplomatic relations with 
North Vietnam. Changes were occurring in Vietnam that made the re-
establishment of official relations more urgent. Following the introduction of 
its dot m6'i (renovation) policies by the Sixth Vietnamese Communist Party 
Congress in 1986, Vietnam was undergoing economic liberalization and its 
doors were opened to foreign investment. France, as in colonial times, wanted 
a share in trade and other business with Vietnam, a resource-rich country with 
a population of around 70 million in the early 1990s. At this time the French 
share of total foreign investment in Vietnam was running at only 5 per cent, 
behind a dozen or so other countries. Until 1994 the United States had placed 
an embargo on trade with Vietnam so that, for Vietnam, developing economic 
relations with other Western nations such as France was critically important. 
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When French tourists began visiting Vietnam after 1986, they comprised 
two main groups: the well-off, middle-aged 'globe-trotters' and the older, less 
affluent veterans, former settlers and their friends and families (Violier 1993: 
54). Of course many French veterans are now, 20 years later, too old to make 
the journey back to Vietnam; instead, they continue to remember in France. 
Annual events and special anniversary celebrations and again memorials have 
become increasingly important and the official website of the Association 
Nationale des Combattants de Dien Bien Phu lists the local commemorative 
ceremonies at war memorials and the church services held in towns and cities 
across France between March and July each year. A special fiftieth anniversary 
commemorative ceremony was held at the Hotel national des Invalides on 
7 May 2004, at which President Chirac paid homage to those who fought and 
died there and presented 18 Legions d'honneur and a Medaille militaire 
(www.dienbienphu.org/commemo2004/index2.htm). Later in the day a mass 
at the Church of Saint-Louis des Invalides was celebrated in memory of the 
dead and missing in action and a wreath was laid at the foot of one of the 
monuments in the church- the Notre Dame d'Indochine. 
There are now Indochina memorials scattered across France from Dijon to 
Brest and Dinan. The body of an unknown soldier from the Indochinese 
conflicts was buried at the Notre Dame de Lorette national cemetery near 
Arras in northern France in 1980. But it is the memorial at Frejus on the 
Mediterranean coast of France that has become the main memorial site for 
French servicemen and women who died in Indochina. The memorial was 
established to deal with repatriations following the signing of the 1986 
Franco-Vietnamese protocol. According to the memorial's official website, the 
city of Frejus was chosen when it offered to donate a site; it had also been the 
site of a military camp for soldiers leaving for combat in the Indochina wars 
(www.memorial-indochine.org). The first stone was laid in January 1988 by 
Jacques Chirac, then Prime Minister, and the memorial complex was 
inaugurated by President Mitterand on 16 February 1993, just days after his 
visit to Di~n Bien Phu. The Indochinese connection is particularly reflected in 
the pagoda, monument and marine museum within the memorial complex. 
Within the cemetery there is an earlier Indochina memorial erected by a 
veteran's group in 1983, a wall listing all who died for France in Indochina, 
including Di~n Bien Phu, and a virtual wall for those wishing tO access the 
memorial electronically. 
Vietnamese attitudes towards suffering, death and 
memorialization 
It is to be expected that the heritage values attributed to Di~n Bien Phil's 
cultural landscape by the vicrorious Vietnamese would differ sharply to the 
French. For the Vietnamese soldiers involved it was the site of a stunning Vi~t 
Minh victory over the colonial French forces. Although around 8,000 Vii?t 
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Minh soldiers were killed and 15,000 wounded (Simpson 1994: 169), the 
losses were quickly overlain by official messages of dedication and heroism. As 
Winphret Lulei, a Vietnam historian based in Berlin, noted, 'The image of 
thousands of non-combatants pushing bicycles laden with food and 
ammunition to the front is a lasting symbol of the conflict' (in Outlook 2004: 
13). 
For the Vietnamese, the Di~n Bien Phu spirit of self-sacrifice for the 
fatherland is encapsulated in the example of three martyrs - Be' Van Dan, To 
VInh Di~n and Phan Dinh Gi6t - whose brave physical feats to help their 
comrades fulfil their common goals ended in their own deaths. These three are 
central to many stories about Di~n Bien Phu; they have become legends, part 
of the battle's intangible heritage and exploited in state propaganda aimed at 
drawing the Vietnamese citizens into the struggle for nationhood, national 
security and better living standards. Thus Di~n Bien Phu is now seen as a 
glorious milestone on the path to national independence and prosperity 
alongside the B~ch Ding River battle of AD 938 when Chinese invading 
forces were turned on their heels (Taylor 1983: 269; MOCI 2000: unpaginated). 
This content is consistently reinforced through school syllabuses, stories in 
books, films and television programmes, picture collections and official 
commemoration ceremonies. 
The Stories of People who Made History: Memories of Di?n Bien Phu 1954-2009 
(Dao Thanh Huyen et al 2009), for example, records the memories of 
Vietnamese who had been involved in the battle as porters, nurses, doctors, 
journalists, soldiers or army commanders. While their most frequent memories 
are of the incredible hardship and constant fear that death could come at any 
moment, the contributors recall their past with excitement and pride. They 
express pain at having seen comrades killed, but none refer to the physical 
exhaustion and mental stress they no doubt experienced themselves. Of course, 
being an official publication, testimonies displaying other sentiments are 
likely to have been discarded. It is also possible that such memories were 
suppressed by those interviewed, downplayed as insignificant when compared 
to the overall victory. 
Certainly alternative views have never been fully recognized and absorbed 
into the official picture of the battle. Although General Giap had noted this 
battle fatigue and demoralization around mid-April 1954, the public 
admission of what he called the 'new phenomena' only appears in his 2001 
memoir (Vo Nguyen Giap 2001: 326). Remembrance of the past is 
crucial to the construction of a strong national identity for the Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam, and only certain kinds of memories are emphasized. 
This selective use of memories to form a national narrative supporting the 
state ideology becomes easier as alternate memories fade and disappear 
along with the generation of people who experienced Di~n Bien Phu first-
hand. 
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Commemorating the Vietnamese dead, wounded and 
missing in action 
Until the 1990s internal travel within Vietnam was restricted by a travel 
permit system and poor transport conditions. A trip from the capital, Hanoi, 
to Di~n Bien Phu normally took five days. This meant that few Vietnamese 
could go to remember the battle or grieve for lost family members at the place -
itself. It remained necessary, therefore, for memories to be transmitted at a 
remove from the site through films, pictures, school textbooks, books, 
memoirs, storytelling, museum artefacts and commemoration ceremonies in 
Hanoi and other Vietnamese towns and cities. As on the French side, film-
making played a major role. The levels of funding were, however, vastly less 
than in France and film's contribution to focusing popular attention on the 
battle was less dominant, given the attention paid to the state's ideological 
interpretation of events in the media, school curricula and museums. 
Commemoration ceremonies marking the Di~n Bien Phu victory have been 
considered since 1954 as among the most important public events in Vietnam. 
Large victory ceremonies, organized every five years, became occasions for 
bringing together senior political leaders and heroes to remember martyrs, 
praise significant contributions and sacrifices to the national independence 
cause, and express determination to overcome remaining difficulties (Dai 
truyen hJ:nh Trung U O'ng 2004). Activities to commemorate the Di~n Bien 
Phu victory are organized in schools, state-led institutions and mass 
organizations, and have taken on various forms, including parades, public 
performances, exhibitions, storytelling competitions and school camps. When 
television arrived in Vietnam, again tightly controlled by the political 
authorities, such events were staple fare. 
In 1954 General Giap's initial instinct had been to not keep the physical 
evidence of the war; instead he thought the soldiers' 'new task' was to return the 
plain to the local people for cultivation purposes (Vo Nguyen Giap 2001: 386). 
Gradually, however, as transport links with Di~n Bien Phu improved, an 
increasing focus was placed on commemoration and celebrations at the battle 
site itself and its significance as national heritage has been formally recognized. 
The Ministry of Culture recognized the f)i~n Bien Phu battle site as a national 
historical and heritage site in 1962 and extended the registration in 1981. 
Conserving the war relics 
According to a major provincial report dealing with investment, conservation, 
repair and interpretation of the battlefield (Lai Chau People's Committee 
2002), at least six plans and associated projects were devised between 1959 
and 1999 to conserve the vestiges marking the f)i~n Bien Phu victory (Lai 
Chau People's Committee 2002: 2, 18-21). The first work aimed at 
commemorating the f)i~n Bien Phu victory was undertaken in 1959 - the 
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construction of a statue, called the Victory Stele, on the summit of the Al hill. 
In 1984 a Di~n Bien Phu Victory Gallery House was opened; it was later 
turned into the current Di?n Bien Phu Museum, with its popular battle 
dioramas and artefact displays. Some of the most important physical remains 
were restored using authentic materials, including General Giap's command 
headquarters at Mu<Yng Phang 40 kilometres away, the vault used as de 
Castries' headquarters and the Al hill. 
However, since funding was limited, they had little lasting effect and early 
restoration work quickly deteriorated due to adverse climatic and management 
factors. As a consequence, in 1989 the Ministry of Culture and Information 
decided to restore again the most important vestiges, this time using durable 
materials such as reinforced concrete and cement shaped and patterned to 
emulate the original form and materials of the trenches and tunnels, bamboo 
huts and the sandbag walls of de Castries' vault (ibid.: 60). In 1999 VND2.3 
billion (US$180,000) was spent for further urgent repairs to the four sets of 
remains considered to be the most important - Mu<Yng Phang, de Castries' 
vault, Al hill and the museum (ibid.: 32-3). However, for the fiftieth and 
fifty-fifth anniversaries of the Di~n Bien Phu victory in 2004 and 2009, an 
even greater conservation programme costing VND300 billion (US$23.5 
million) was approved that included the construction of the new victory 
monuments and a new Dien Bien Phu museum and the restoration of all 
vestiges again using durable materials (ibid.: 86). 
There seems to be a belief that the physical remains of the battle are too 
simple to express the traumatic impact of war and the quasi-sacred value that 
the place has for veterans and the nation-state (ibid.: Appendix: Opinions of 
the Army's leaders). Instead commemoration ceremonies and educational 
activities are seen to play the major role in maintaining the battle's values as 
national heritage. Even so, the fear on the part of political leaders that 
revolutionary values are being eroded in contemporary Vietnam appears to be 
driving the recent emphasis on physical conservation of the battlefield. 
Whether the approach being taken will be successful in keeping Di~n Bien 
Phu alive in public memory and in regenerating the revolutionary spirit is yet 
to be seen. A concern is already being expressed that the recently restored 
vestiges do not satisfactorily convey the sacred feeling generally felt for the 
battle. One Di~n Bien Phu veteran visiting the historic battlefield is quoted 
as saying that he was 'sad, because the historic battle had left nothing, vestiges 
were roughly and carelessly restored ... [so] how could our descendants when 
seeing [these vestiges] understand the historic battle' (Dao Thanh Huy@n et al. 
2009: 201). 
The physical remains of any battle are never sufficient to reflect the complex 
meaning of the historic events that produced them, or the hardships, deaths, 
courage and trauma of people on both sides of a war. Their survival rate is also 
low. Heavy rainfall can quickly erase earthen structures such as trenches. 
Often stone and timber materials are removed, sometimes to aid in the 
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reconstruction of surrounding settlements. At Di~n Bien Phu, the C9t C<Y 
stronghold on Cl hill ranked high in the memories of many Vi~t Minh 
soldiers. It was a point of intense and bloody combat between the Vietnamese 
and the French over a period of more than four weeks (ibid.: 216-31). Yet, 
just two days after the end of the battle for Cl, General Giap visited the site 
and could find no sign of the C9t C<Y (V6 Nguyen Giap 2001: 381). 
In the case of vestiges remaining today, especially those now engulfed by 
the town of Di~n Bien Phu, the basic spatial conditions and facilities for 
memorialization in ways appropriate to Vietnamese culture do not exist. In 
Vietnamese tradition, which reflects a Taoist and Confucian legacy from the 
centuries under Chinese political control and cultural influence, a sacred place 
is usually marked by a temple or a shrine housing an altar where people can 
burn incense and pray to their gods, heroes and ancestors. Most of the heritage 
places in Di~n Bien Phu disregard this tradition. Moreover, while the spatial 
elements of the battle were interconnected in 1954, and should remain so 
since they reflect interwoven events and shared emotions, there is no attempt 
to link them physically in the current heritage planning process. Each heritage 
place is protected by a buffer zone in isolation from the others in a way that 
makes it difficult to comprehend the scale of the battle. 
The only exception where more sensitive management successfully supports 
the high level of feeling befitting the status of the battle is the Di~n Bien Phu 
cemetery adjacent to Al hill (Fig. 2.5). Here, notions of courage and sacrifice 
are reflected in the solemn lines of soldiers' graves. Their names, on the graves 
and on the memorial walls, tie the graves to the soldiers' descendants. In Di<;n 
Bien Phu, this is a rare place separated from the daily life of the town, where 
people can detach themselves from the present, remember the past and 
communicate with fallen heroes through the burning of incense and the 
performance of traditional ceremonies. In many ways the design approach 
resembles that developed by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission 
after the First World War, although the point requires further exploration to 
ascertain sources of design inspiration. The gate, statuary and incense burners 
provide the local Vietnamese design touch. 
Meeting the interests of the state 
While Buddhist South East Asia may generally prefer to 'forgive and forget', 
the importance of Di~n Bien Phu in supporting the state ideology and in 
nation building is clearly too great for such communal amnesia in Vietnam. 
Even though remembering the dead is essentially an activity carried on at the 
family altar (Hfru Ng<;K 2008: 961), the Vietnamese government has 
constructed hundreds of war cemeteries across the country. It has also focused 
considerable effort on maintaining the spirit and meaning of the Di~n Bien 
Phu battle as a special tool for affirming personal sacrifice made for the 
fatherland and encouraging continued national solidarity and support for the 
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Figure 2.5 Cemetery at Di~n Bien Phu. 
Communist Party which had led the people to victory and independence. This 
is typified by General Giap's recent paper in the Vietnamese Historical journal 
where he summarized the symbolic meaning of the battle, highlighting the 
sacred values that contributed to the Vietnamese victory: 
The strength which made the Di~n Bien Phu victory is the strength of 
the mass of the national solidarity, the strength of all the people, the 
whole nation ... The decisive factor which led to the victory . . . is the 
leadership of our Party led by the great President Ho Chi Minh. (Vo 
Nguyen Giap 2004: 8-10) 
This propagandization of the Di~n Bien Phu spirit has led to an emphasis 
on building heroic monuments, invariably in the heavy socialist realist style. 
Of these, the most impressive is the Vicrory Monument built atop D 1 hill as 
part of the 2002 conservation plan (Fig. 2.6). The largest monument ever 
constructed in Vietnam, it is 12.6 metres high, sits on a 3.6 metres high base 
and is made from 220 tonnes of copper. Hailed as a great artistic success when 
inaugurated on 30 April 2004 to mark the battle's fiftieth anniversary, the 
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Figure 2.6 The Victory Statue. 
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rushed construction meant that building standards were not met and within 
two months of the inauguration, a period of heavy rain, sections of the 
monument's retaining wall sank or fell apart. Soon, too, the copper statue 
itself began to deteriorate due to the low quality of the metal used and poor 
construction techniques (H~;mh Ngan 2007). That this could happen to the 
most sacred and important national icon and coming so soon after the large 
and widely publicized fiftieth anniversary celebrations evoked much public 
criticism. At least 20 people, including the former President and two former 
Vice Presidents of People's Committee ofDi~n Bien province, and the former 
Vice Minister of the Ministry of Culture and Information, have been punished 
for their roles in the fiasco (Cong Minh 2008; Dao Minh Khoa 2008). 
Two other gigantic sculptural works were completed, in 2009, in the 
Mu<Yng Phang Park that has been developed around General Giap's 
headquarters and in Na Nh~n village (NguySn Thu Thuy 2009). But not all 
are convinced that the larger the monument the greater its artistic or symbolic 
value. The celebrated painter NguySn Quan (2009) criticizes the current 
'wave of monument building' as the product of the old-style thinking of 
leaders which considers 'building monuments is the only method to create 
propaganda art'. In his opinion, such thinking has its origin in the practice of 
the former Soviet Union in the period 1930-80. He points out that the 
traditional Vietnamese custom of praying contrasts sharply with the new 
commemorative practice of using monuments. In his view, the making of 
such a great number of monuments wastes money that could be put to better 
use improving public services or supporting the families of war veterans. 
Meanwhile remembrance celebrations continue and seem to grow in scale. 
There is, however, some suggestion that traditional religious practices are 
being incorporated. On 18 July 2009, for instance, the official Day of Wounded 
Soldiers and Martyrs, a Great Requiem was held at the Victory Monument 
organized by the Di~n Bien authorities and the Quang Ninh Buddhism 
Board. Thousands of local people and Buddhist monks were involved, as well 
as representatives of General Giap's family. The Vietnamese News Agency 
hailed the occasion as one 'for everybody to solemnly pay respect in front of 
the souls of heroic martyrs, who unhesitatingly sacrificed themselves for 
national independence and freedom, and made glorious victory' (TTXVN 
2009). But tO have allowed the monks such a central role was a return to more 
traditional practices and reflected the growing recognition by Vietnamese 
officialdom of the important place of religion in contemporary Vietnamese 
society. 
Shifting attitudes: reconciling histories and heritage 
This chapter has outlined the significantly different ways in which the French 
and Vietnamese who died at Bien Bien Phu are remembered and memorialized. 
Factors explaining these differences include the contrasting outcomes of the 
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battle for the two sides, the contrasting cultural attitudes to personal suffering, 
death, remembrance and memorialization, and the contrasting ways in which 
the two states, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam and the Republic of France, 
have sought to exploit the battle as part of their peacetime nation-building 
strategies. 
The Vietnamese government has always led the memorialization process, 
although ind~vidual survivors continue to remember the battle and families 
remember their dead in the privacy of their homes. The official war cemeteries 
built across the country have designs not essentially different from those 
established by France and its allies in Europe and South East Asia following 
the two world wars, although the associated statuary is in the socialist realist 
style and Christian symbolism is absent. By contrast the French government 
preferred to close the page on a traumatic and embarrassing defeat and was 
only drawn reluctantly into active engagement in memorialization by the 
actions of an individual soldier, RolfRodel, supported by veterans' associations. 
This is not unusual: the dedication of individuals and veteran groups played a 
similar role at Long Tan, the Australian memorial site in southern Vietnam, 
and at Kanchanaburi and the Hellfire Pass on the Thai-Burma railway in 
Thailand (see Joan Beaumont's chapter, pp.19-40). 
As the events of 1954 become more distant so it has been possible for 
Vietnam and France to leave behind their antagonism. Trade ties have been 
important to both sides, while Vietnam has benefited enormously from the 
growth in French tourist numbers. Rather than rejecting the colonial past, 
there is now an interest in protecting at least some of the French colonial 
buildings (Howe and Logan 2003: 249). Vietnam thus demonstrates very 
clearly the way in which notions of 'heritage' move with time and shifts in 
ideology. This is not to say that war sites and museums are likely to disappear 
from the Vietnamese scene in the foreseeable future; they continue to play too 
important a part in the state's nation-building strategy for that to happen. 
But it does mean that their interpretation is being softened, moving from a 
focus on the French colonial brutality to the heroism of the Vietnamese (Logan 
2009). 
France has continued to shower foreign aid on Vietnam as part of a concerted 
global campaign to prop up its political, economic and cultural influence in 
its former imperial territories. In 1997 France hosted the Seventh Francophone 
Summit in Hanoi in 1997, at the same time doubling its investments in 
Vietnam, inaugurating educational institutions whose curricula were delivered 
in French, refurbishing the Hanoi opera house and the National Library and 
National Archives Centre No. 1 and contributing to the construction of the 
new Museum of Ethnology. The presidential and prime ministerial visits in 
the 1990s were part of this campaign. Thus, President Mitterand visited in 
1993 to 'lock onto a significant share of the Vietnamese market', one 
Vietnamese diplomat is quoted as saying (Hiebert 1993a). There was no doubt 
some personal motivation, too, since Mitterand had been in the French cabinet 
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in 1954 and is on record as having said he would go to Vietnam one day 'to do 
justice to history' (ibid.). 'I am here to close a chapter, and even more so, to 
open another', he is said to have told his 1993 hosts (Hiebert 1993b), although 
the quotation is elsewhere attributed to the Vietnamese President, Le Due 
Anh (Journoud and Tertrais 2004b: 380). Vietnam's Foreign Minister 
completed the new script when he informed the press that the visit marked 'a 
complete reconciliation' between France and its former colony (Hiebert 
1993b). 
Back in the metropole meanwhile French historians were beginning to look 
again at the battle ofDi~n Bien Phu and to reassess its significance, including 
its status in comparison with the Algerian war in the dissolution of the French 
Empire (Tyre 2008: 15 ). This built up to a flourish of academic activity around 
the fiftieth anniversary of the battle, with a large colloquium organized by the 
University Paris 1 - Pantheon-Sorbonne and the Ministry of Defence Centre 
for Defence History Studies (CEHD) in November 2003. Held at the Ecole 
Militaire in Paris, it was attended by 300 French academics and students, 
high-ranking veterans, relatives of soldiers killed and Ecole Militaire officers. 
There were five papers and a few attendees from Vietnam. The colloquium led 
to two publications by Journoud and Tertrais (2004a, 2004b), the first an 
edited collection of papers exploring the disjuncture between history and 
memory, the second a book focusing on the testimonies of survivors. Further 
colloquia were organized by University Paris 1 in Hanoi and Beijing. These 
were followed by the 2005 book Dien Bien Phu! mythes et realites 1954-2004 
cinquantes ans de passions franfaises in which the authors, Alain Ruscio and 
Serge Tigneres, conclude that the fiftieth anniversary celebrations in France 
were something of a swansong: 'time having done its inexorable work, this 
May 2004 was probably the last occasion, for the survivors in any case, to 
evoke the celebrated battle' (2005: 391). 
What is left on the ground today at Di~n Bien Phu, and how is it interpreted? 
Apart from the small memorial instigated by Radel and the cement bunker 
imitating de Castries' headquarters, there is little to tell the French story. In 
this respect, Di~n Bien Phu demonstrates Ryan's point, at least for the French 
side of the conflict: the battlefield remains silent, French stories of suffering 
are absent from the landscape and remembrance and memorialization have 
had to occur back in France. Even for many Vietnamese, the sense of 
authenticity has been lost, not only due to insensitive conservation approaches 
and the distortion of stories to fit the regime's ideology and political agenda, 
but also because of the priority given in provincial planning to the expansion 
of Di~n Bien Phu City into the hills, the very sites of the combat. The 
contestation between the Ministry of Construction and the much weaker 
Ministry of Culture in the planning process has been discussed elsewhere (see 
Logan 2006a, 2006b). This bears on the question of when states can begin to 
reuse hallowed ground, showing some arms of government placing small 
value on heritage conservation and pushing ahead with proposals that lack the 
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sensitivity needed to allow heritage and new development to sit comfortably 
side by side. 
In terms of the reconciliation of old enmities, the editor of the journal 
Military History of Vietnam, Nguyen Manh Ha, offers a way forward in his 
concession that the battle ofDi~n Bien Phu is a 'bridge linking the past to the 
present and future', as it contributes to the renewal of Franco-Vietnamese 
relations: the extent of the losses experienced on both sides and the resulting 
pain have united the two countries in a single community of suffering (quoted 
inJournoud 2003). In Vietnam, the best hope for providing an interpretation 
of the events of 1954 in which the sensitivities of both sides of the conflict are 
taken into account may be in the reconstruction of the Di~n Bien Phu 
museum, which was proposed for 2009 (although still delayed at the time of 
writing) and at an estimated cost of VND360 billion (US$28.2 million). The 
ideological usefulness of the battle story in Vietnamese nation building may 
get in the way of this, however, and it may be that Vietnamese museums will 
never reach a point of being able fully to reconcile viewpoints about its 
national independence battles. The experience of the Hoa Lo and other 
museums suggests that there is now hope that at least parallel stories can be 
told (Logan 2009). An important step towards seeing Ui~n Bien Phu as a 
shared heritage will be for both Vietnam and France to move from promotion 
of the nation to the promotion of peace, from commemoration to education 
- a shift that is already occurring as the generations who lived through Di~n 
Bien Phu in 1954 inevitably pass away. 
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